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Abstract 
This paper aims to encourage initiatives designed to improve the quality of life and encourage citizens to play their 
role in the urban environment. Using the SWOT analysis, policies to fight urban poverty must draw on the 
considerable social capital that neighbourhood represent. According to these findings, these organisations make 
significant contributions at four levels, which should underpin strategies in an urban environment. (1) Initiative (2) 
Participation (3) Democracy and (4) Social management are the four elements. The implication of this is 
improvement of the quality of life and promotion of the exercise of the citizenship. As a result, poverty will be 
eradicated with the help of public participation in ensuring quality of life of the urban poor. 
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1. Introduction 
Urban poverty is a multi-faceted phenomenon, defined (and explained) as a situation in which a person 
lacks the necessary capabilities and entitlements to satisfy one basic needs and aspirations. From this 
point of view, the fight against urban poverty must consist in establishing entitlements that will allow the 
urban poor access to the material, social, and spiritual means to develop their capabilities. Thus, it 
becomes necessary to focus on empowerment of the urban poor as the crucial requirement for a 
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sustainable solution to urban poverty and hunger in the world. Empowerment is defined here as the ability 
of people, in particular the least privileged, to: (a) have access to productive goods and services they need 
and (b) participate in the development process and the decisions that affect them. These two aspects are 
related; one without the other is not empowerment.  
Securing the public participation of citizens in the governance of their societies is currently presenting 
a challenge to governments worldwide. In many western democracies, public participation rates are 
falling, and cynicism about government and politics is the dominant feature. The resultant concern about 
low levels of public participation reflects an underlying unease about the health of western liberal 
democracies and the legitimacy of their modes of governance (Daemen and Schaap, 2000; Smith, 2005). 
Further afield, evidence from recent studies undertaken in the southern hemisphere reveals concern 
among citizens about institutional corruption, a disconnection between governing bodies and the lives of 
citizens and a lack of attention to the needs of the poorest (Commonwealth foundation, 1999; Narayan et 
al, 2000; Gaventa, 2004). 
For some observers, the problem lies with the role played by the state. So, Ostrom (2000) argues that 
Scandinavian governments exhibit centralising tendencies that turn citizens into ‘passive observers’ and 
‘crowd them out’ of participation in public policy (2000, p 12). For others, the problem is linked to the 
state’s subjugation to global capital, diluting the act of citizenship to an exercise in making choices about 
consumption (Klein, 2000; Monbiot, 2000). Limited public participation is also attributed to a wider 
societal malaise in which economic, social and technological changes have reduced citizens’ capacity to 
participate – what Putnam (1993,2000) terms their ‘social capital’. Linked to all of these is 
acknowledgement that this malaise in participation more adversely affects some groups or communities 
such as the urban poor. For example, in both northern and southern hemispheres, urban poor people are 
identified as in need of special attention from the state and voluntary sector bodies to ensure their 
‘inclusion’ in governance and ‘to build their capacity to participate’. 
According to Gaventa (2004), in “both South and North, there is growing consensus that the way 
forward is found in focusing on both a more active and engaged citizenry and a more responsive and 
effective state which can deliver needed public services” (204, p 4; emphasis in original). One of the 
consequences of this is the recent articulation of citizens as ‘partners’ with state institutions and private 
and voluntary sector bodies in the identification and resolution of public policy problems (Sullivan and 
Skelcher, 2002). For example, in Southern Africa and Asia a program of ‘community-based natural 
resource management’ devolves control of particular resources to local communities working in 
partnership with relevant public authorities and interests. Partner status is afforded to the local 
communities have long been considered partners in the processes of neighbourhood revitalisation or 
regeneration and service users have been claimed as partners in service development, even though in 
practice their relative lack of resource power renders them as less than equal partners (Hastings et al, 
1996; Barnes et al, 1999; Peterman, 2000). Behind the façade of the language of partnership, it is possible 
to identify a range of ways in which governments and state institutions have attempted to stimulate public 
participation in specific contexts and to regenerate the relationship between the state and citizens (Fung 
and Wright, 2003; Wainwright, 2003; Cornwall and Coelho, 2004). 
2. Public participation discourses in Malays 
In relation to the public policy and public service provision, was that of ‘passive recipients’: indeed 
Gyford (1991) goes further, arguing that the combination of representative democracy, bureaucratic 
organisation and the privileging of professionals as the guardians of the public interest, in effect created 
an ‘infantilised public’. However, the roots of revitalisation were also present at this point, and nourished 
by challenges to and among the political elites, they developed over time to support a number of different 
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normative discourses of the public’s role in relation to the state. Each was based around the core idea of 
the ‘active citizen’, and each in turn presented its own challenge to the dominance of representative 
democracy, bureaucratic organisation and professional judgement. The development of four different 
official discourses of public participation that have proved particularly influential in directing public 
policy and service provision were reviewed. In brief these are: 
x ‘Empowered public’ discourse 
x “Consuming public’ discourse 
x ‘Stakeholder public’ discourse 
x ‘Responsible public’ discourse 
The core elements of each discourse examine its historical and theoretical underpinnings and discuss 
examples of the impact of this discourse on public policy and public service provision in Malaysia and 
internationally. It is important to emphasise here on how the state has responded to prompts about public 
participation in order to develop strategies for engaging with and creating ‘active citizens’. What is not 
considered is the impact on public participation of the prompts and pressures emanating from outside the 
organised state sector, from voluntary organisations, grass roots bodies and individual activists. These 
generated their own discourses that sometimes contributed to but more often conflicted with those of the 
organised state. The contribution made by these and their significance to the wider debate about 
democratic, state and civil renewal is considered while the case study present empirical data on the 
interaction between state and civil society discourses. 
3. Empowered public discourse 
The ‘empowered public’ discourse focuses on consistently marginalised and/or disadvantaged groups 
or communities. The term ‘community’ has become ubiquitous in public policy debates, but very often its 
use serves to confuse. This is because there are numerous meanings attached to the use of the word, and it 
is not always clear which is meant. Taylor (2003) outlines a helpful way of classifying ‘community’. As a 
descriptive term denoting those who share interests in common. As a normative term pointing to a set of 
values and conditions that should inform how we live but which have been challenged by developments 
such as globalisation and as an instrumental the term, which combines elements of the other two to attach 
agency to communities and to associate particular values with more localised service provision. In this 
volume, references to the ways in which public sector agents use the term will largely reflect this 
instrumental use and our empirical work will discuss the consequences of this use of the term on public 
participation. Exploring the alternative conceptions of community, those that are claimed by citizens 
themselves, and consider the implications of these on interactions with public bodies.  
The ‘empowered public’ discourse is a good example of the instrumental use of the term ‘community’. 
It conceives of communities’ disadvantage as deriving from institutionalised discrimination or neglect 
and seeks to address this by supporting interventions that will act to empower these communities to 
enable them to act on their own behalves. The analysis that supports this discourse is one that locates the 
core problem in the unequal power relations that prevail between the state and particular communities or 
groups. Consequently, proposed solutions are based on communities becoming empowered and then 
challenging the state to operate in a different way. The ‘empowered public’ discourse is a site of struggle 
between different views of power, inequality and political groups and movements have initiated and 
shaped their own strategies for empowering the public and challenging the state. State-sponsored 
empowerment activity supported through targeted policy initiatives and resources were focused. 
The Malaysian roots of the ‘empowered public’ discourse stem from the 1960s when there was a 
growing awareness that despite the creation of the welfare state and government intervention in economic 
policy, levels of urban poverty and inequality were still unacceptably high. A new consensus emerged 
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that rejected the argument that the persistence of inequality and urban poverty could be explained through 
individual and collective pathology. It proposed instead that the persistence of urban poverty and 
inequality among particular communities was a direct result of the failure of public bodies to respond to 
the particular needs of these communities and to cooperate with each other in order to deliver services 
more effectively. This interpretation was similar to, and informed by, the ideas that underpinned the war 
on urban poverty in the US in the 1960s (Marris and Rein, 1972; Taylor, 2003). 
In Malaysia, this debate led to the creation of spatially targeted education priority areas and 
community development projects among other initiatives. Each sought to develop and test interventions 
to combat urban poverty and to involve citizens as empowered partners in their dealings with the state. 
These ultimately failed to shift the prevailing balance of power (Cockburn, 1977), although the critical 
analysis of capitalism and the role of the state developed by the teams, and the strong association with 
local struggles of some of the community workers and academics involved, led to tensions in the teams’ 
relationship with their sponsors and funders (Loney, 1983; Mainwaring, 1988). 
In Malaysia in the 1980s, the participation of local communities in centrally sponsored programs to 
address their urban poverty and deprivation gave way to the fascination with the private sector as a key 
resource to support area regeneration. Initially private sector partners were involved in a program that 
focused on improving the physical environment.  
4. Stakeholder public discourse  
The ‘stakeholder public’ discourse is built around the idea of the public (as individuals or via groups) 
having a stake in the good governance of the public realm. This may be expressed in different ways: for 
example, as users of services, as indirect beneficiaries of the provision of services to others or as 
taxpayers. The concept of stake holding is considered to be particularly valuable in complex and diverse 
societies because it ‘enables us to recognise a diversity of legitimate entitlements to representation within 
the public as well as the private sphere” (Rustin, 1997, p 80), through the articulation of the different 
kinds of stakes that individuals and groups may have in relation to different institutions and interests. 
According to Rustin this ‘has the great advantage of realism. It allows the recognition of the real 
differences of position, interest and claims that have to be taken account of in any actual polity” (pp 75-
6). Along with this legitimation of a role comes the responsibility to exercise the role: as Hirst (1997) 
indicates, a ‘stake implies a voice, and the right to voice implies the obligation to use it, to steward our 
own assets. In that sense, the concept helps us to restore the robust democracy of free people governing 
themselves” (1997, p 71). 
Proponents of a ‘stakeholder public’ discourse may hold very different views about the kind of 
democratic system that can best support its realisation. For some a ‘stakeholder public’ discourse is 
entirely consistent with the operation of representative democracy, offering a way of complementing and 
strengthening it through the introduction of new ‘voices’ and modes of engagement in public decision 
making (for example, see Hutton, 1997). For others, however, the ‘stakeholder public’ discourse implies a 
fundamental challenge to representative democracy, suggesting instead an approach to governing the 
privileges citizen control through discussion and consensual decision making over voting and the 
relinquishing of decision making to representatives (Cunningham, 2002). In these ‘participatory 
democracies” decentralisation of decision-making is vital (in both economic and political spheres). An 
alternative expression of the ‘stakeholder public’ discourse is that articulated by Hirst, who proposes a 
version of ‘associative democracy’ in which there is a preference for governing through a network of 
voluntary associations (that may be neighbourhood-based or based on interest or identity), but an 
acknowledgement that the state has an albeit limited role, for example, in fulfilling tasks that are society 
wide or where there are gaps in voluntary provision (Hirst, 1994). 
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The concept of a ‘stakeholder public’ is evident in the (in some cases long-standing) attempts to 
initiate and embed public participation in the governance of the societies of the southern and northern 
hemispheres (Cornwall and Coelho, 2004; Smith, 2005). Decentralisation of government has often been 
used as a means of operationalizing the concept of the ‘stakeholder public’, but the introduction of 
decentralisation schemes is frequently problematic as the experiences of Barcelona in the 1980s 
(Blakeley, 2002), neighbourhood committees in Mexico (Flores, 2002) and the new municipal level 
councils in Brazil in the 1990s (Coelho, 2004) reveal. One of the difficulties such schemes often face is 
the difference of view that prevail among stakeholders about the kind of democracy that the schemes are 
designed to promote; some stakeholders may perceive them as a means of enhancing a representative 
system of democracy by bringing decision making closer to the people while others may see them as a 
means of stimulating participative democracy through the decision making by the people. Examples of 
both may be found in the development of tenant participation program and participatory planning 
initiatives. 
The idea of the ‘stakeholder public’ is also apparent in attempts to intervene in relationships in the 
economic sphere; for example the involvement of workers in the decision-making processes of major 
employers reflected the belief that if employees’ stake in the enterprise was acted on, economic and social 
benefits would result; while the changes to the operation of the pensions system to build in significant 
commitments from both employers and employees were based on the principle that all had a stake in 
securing the future wellbeing of people in retirement. 
The government and the state have a largely facilitative role to play in the creation of active citizens 
and cohesive communities by providing education for citizenship, by supporting the building of 
community capacity, by acting to overcome barriers that divide communities and by developing an 
evidence base of ‘what works’ that can be shared widely. However, Driver and Martell (1997) have 
criticised and argued that it identifies with a ‘conditional, morally prescriptive, conservative and 
individual communitarianism, rather than a less conditional and distributional, social-economic, 
progressive and corporate communitarianism” (cited in Taylor, 2003). While more recent developments 
in the civil renewal agenda do allow for the emergence of a more collective and state-supported 
communitarianism other initiatives such as the high priority given to initiatives, continue to reflect a 
much harder edge to the civil renewal agenda and the expectations of a ‘responsible public’.  
It is possible to link each of the four discourses to different elements of policy that contribute to public 
participation. This is potentially problematic as the discourses are not necessarily complementary but may 
generate tensions should they be deployed together. For example, the ‘empowered public’ and the 
‘stakeholder public’ identifying the state as having significant involvement in generating public 
participation, compared to the ‘consuming public’ and the ‘responsible public’ discourses. In three out of 
the four discourses decentralisation is a potentially important strategy for realising public participation, 
while in the ‘consuming public’ discourse, it is largely irrelevant. Similarly, while three out of the four 
discourses have universal application, the ‘empowered public’ discourse is very deliberately aimed at 
particular disadvantaged or marginalised publics. Finally, the discourses also contain normative 
implications for the kind of democracy that would best suit them. For example, the ‘empowered public’ 
and the ‘consumer public’ assume the operation of a system of representative democracy. However, 
version of the ‘stakeholder public’ and ‘responsible public’ (communitarianism) discourses suggest the 
possibility of an alternative system of participatory democracy.  
Consequently it is likely that in practice, different discourses will dominate at different points in time 
and in different policy areas. In the next section, this is explored in relation for public participation.  
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5. Ensuring quality of life 
A major reason for the growing of interest in issues such as urban poverty and public participation 
relating to life quality is the paradox of affluence in modern societies in which concern over the quality of 
life has increased proportionately with technological progress and increases in income. People in 
developed countries have come to realise that quality of life is not necessarily a simple function of 
material wealth. Growing awareness of the importance of other factors relating to the public participation 
and urban poverty, including the social, political and environmental health of a nation, has led to search 
for indicators, other than those based on GNP, that will reflect more adequately the overall health of a 
nation and wellbeing of its citizens especially the urban poor.  
The meaning of the phrase quality of life differs a good deal as it is variously used but, in general, it is 
intended to refer to either the conditions of the environment in which people live (air and water pollution, 
or poor housing, for example), or to some attribute of people themselves (such as health or educational 
achievement) Pacione, 1982; Hills, 1995; Benzeval et al., 1995) 
Central to this developing interest in quality of life is research into the relationship between people and 
their everyday urban environments. Seeking to understand the nature of the person-environment 
relationship is the quintessential geographical question that lies at the core of the sub-discipline of social 
geography. In the specific context of the built environment, this can be interpreted as a concern with the 
degree of congruence or dissonance between city dwellers and their urban surroundings (Pacione, 1990; 
Michelson, 1997). 
The focus on environmental quality has emerged as a key area for research in urban social geography, 
particularly for research undertaken from an applied or problem oriented perspective. Accordingly, within 
urban social geography considerable effort has been directed to assessing the quality of different 
residential environments (Pacione, 1984). Within this field of research, special attention has been 
afforded to social conditions in large urban areas, with particular interest focused on situations 
characterised by low levels of life quality. In the UK and the US, for example, the continuing decline in 
status of some inner city areas has been revealed by analyses which showed high concentrations of the 
unemployed, the low skilled, the aged and ethnic minorities accompanied by high levels of overcrowding, 
amenity deficient housing and out-migration (Paione, 1986, 1989, 1995a, 1999a). Similarly, in the USA a 
prime consideration for urban social geography has been the problems experienced by large cities and 
conurbation cores suffering the effects of a declining economic and fiscal base and deteriorating physical 
structure (Rusk, 1994; Midgley and Livermore, 1998; Waste, 1998). In short, the study of conditions at 
the disadvantaged end of the quality of the research using territorial social indicators has employed 
objective measures derived either from primary field surveys or from analysis of secondary, normally 
census-based, data sets. Collectively, this line of research has contributed valuable insights into such 
questions as the extent and distribution of sub-standard housing, and the differential incidence of 
deprivation within the city.  
The objective perspective has been paralleled, however, by the development of work using subjective 
social indicators, and an approach focused on the concept of urban liveability (Pacione, 1990, 1993). 
6. Quality of life and its dimensions 
Like poverty, quality of life is also a multifaceted concept, which has been used by a variety of 
disciplines for benchmarking and development purposes. 
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Table 1. Disciplines related to the quality of life studies 
Disciplines Major concern Measurement 
Nomenclature 
 
Economics/Political 
Science income, poverty objective 
QOL 
 
Sociology/Psychology individual/community subjective QOL/QOWL 
Health studies individual well-being subjective HR-QOL 
Housing housing satisfaction subjective well-being 
QOL-Housing 
 
 
Marketing product satisfaction subjective well-being QOL-Marketing 
Cities level analysis liveability objective 
QOL-liveability 
 
Urban analysis Urban living condition objective/subjective QOUL 
 Source: Authors adaption based on various studies 
7. Quality of life and sustainable development 
Sustainable development aims at ensuring a better quality of life for everyone, at present and for 
generations in the future. Sustainable development means recognizing that the economy, the environment 
and social well-being are interdependent. It means protecting and, where possible, enhancing the 
environment, for its own sake and also because a damaged environment will sooner or later hold back 
economic development and affect people’s quality of life. It is about ensuring to satisfy people’s basic 
needs, such as providing affordable homes and safe streets and giving people the opportunity to achieve 
their potential through education, information, public participation, good health and employment. It 
requires a strong economy to create the wealth that allows needs to be satisfied, at present and in the 
future. 
8. Conclusion 
Whereas the Greeks though that the good city was one in which all the free men could participate in 
face-to-face government, in modern times criteria of liveability have more usually emphasised economic 
factors such as job opportunities, efficient transport systems and sound urban finance. Several writers 
have sought to leaven this economic perspective by consideration of social or ‘human’ concerns. These 
have emphasised the need to ease orientation and movement in the city, to reduce the stresses caused by 
pollution, crowding, poor housing and stimulus overload, and to design a built environment that is 
responsive to the varying needs of residents.  
Quality of life and urban poverty are a growing field of research that could not be separated. Many 
disciplines have already adopted and adapted quality of life within their research domain. It appears that 
quality of life attracts attention and interest of many parties including the public and understanding of 
quality of life require endless efforts. However, efforts to improve understanding about the quality of life 
should not be limited, and it is essential to include public participation in ensuring quality of life amongst 
the urban poor.  
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